
LEARNING OUTCOMES
After reading this chapter, you should be able to 
answer the following questions:

 ● What is the nature of sociological theorizing, and 
what are the assumptions upon which sociological 
perspectives on crime causation rest?

 ● What do sociologists mean by the term social 
structure, and how might the organization and 
structure of a society contribute to criminality?

 ● What three key sociological explanations for crime 
are discussed in this chapter, and what are the 
characteristics of each?

 ● What are the policy implications of the theories 
discussed in this chapter?

 ● What are the shortcomings of the social structure 
approaches to understanding and preventing crime?
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158    CHAPTER 7  

Major Principles  
of Sociological 
Theories
Theories that explain crime by reference to social structure 
are only one of three major sociological approaches to crime 
causation. The other two are social process theories and 
social conflict approaches (which we describe in Chapters 8 
and 9). Although sociological perspectives on crime causa-
tion are diverse, most build upon the principles shown in 
Figure 7–1.

Sociological theories examine both institutional arrange-
ments within a social structure (i.e., interrelationships among 

Introduction
There’s an old saying, something to the effect that you can 
take the criminal out of a bad environment, but you can’t 
take the bad environment out of the criminal. Although 
we don’t necessarily believe this to be true, some suggest 
that the negative influences of the social environment— 
especially things like poverty, lack of education, broken fami-
lies, disorganized neighborhoods, episodes of discrimination, 
and  socialization into 
unproductive values— 
 predispose certain people 
to lives of crime and that 
such  negative  influences 
may remain active even 
when people’s circum-
stances change. Central 
to this perspective is the 
idea that crime is a social 
phenomenon, and cen-
tral to any understanding of crime is the role that society, so-
cial institutions, and social processes play in its development 
and control.

Group dynamics, group organization, and
subgroup relationships form the causal

nexus out of which crimes develop.

Social groups, social institutions, the
arrangements of society, and social roles all
provide the proper focus for criminological

study.

Although it may be impossible to predict the
specific behavior of a given individual,

statistical estimates of group characteristics
are possible. Hence, the probability that

members of a certain group will engage in
a specific type of crime can be estimated.

Major Principles of Sociological
Theories of Crime

The structure of society and its relative
degree of organization or disorganization are

important factors contributing to criminal
behavior.

FIGURE 7–1|Major Principles of Sociological Theories 
of Crime
Source: Schmalleger, Frank, Criminology. Printed and Electronically reproduced 
by permission of Pearson Education, Inc., Upper Saddle River, New Jersey.

A homeless man asks for assistance. Ecological theories suggest 
that crime shows an unequal geographic distribution. Why 
might certain geographic areas be associated with identifiable 
patterns of crime?
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Cutting California’s 
dropout rate in half 
would prevent 30,000 
juvenile crimes and save 
$900 million yearly in 
enforcement costs.

■ sociological theory A perspective that focuses on the 
 nature of the power relationships that exist between social groups 
and on the influences that various social phenomena bring to 
bear on the types of behaviors that tend to characterize groups 
of people.
■ social structure The pattern of social organization and the 
interrelationships among institutions characteristic of a society.

 ■ Follow the author’s tweets about the latest crime 
and justice news @schmalleger.
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structures of society as they relate to social class and social 
control. (These are the primary features of social conflict 
 theories, which are discussed in Chapter 9.)

Social Structure 
Theories
Social structure theories explain crime by reference to the 
economic and social arrangements (or structure) of society. 
They see the various formal and informal arrangements be-
tween social groups (i.e., the structure of society) as the root 
causes of crime and deviance. Structural theories predict that 
negative aspects of societal structure, such as disorganization 
within the family, poverty or income inequality within the eco-
nomic arrangements of society, and disadvantages due to lack of 
success in the educational process, produce criminal behavior.

Although different kinds of social structure theories have 
been advanced to explain crime, they all have one thing in 
common: They highlight those arrangements within society 
that contribute to the low socioeconomic status of identifiable 
groups as significant causes of crime. Social structure theorists 
view members of socially and economically disadvantaged 
groups as being more likely to commit crime, and they see 
economic and social disenfranchisement as fundamental causes 
of crime. Poverty, lack of education, absence of salable skills, 
and subcultural values conducive to crime are all thought to 
be predicated on the social conditions surrounding early life 
experiences, and they provide the causal underpinnings of so-
cial structure theories. Environmental influences, socialization, 
and traditional and accepted patterns of behavior are all used by 
social structuralists to portray the criminal as a product of his or 
her social environment, and the immediate social environment 
is viewed as a consequence of the structure of the society to 
which the offender belongs. Although criminality is recognized 
as a form of acquired behavior, it is depicted as the end result of 
social inequality, racism, and feelings of disenfranchisement to 
which existing societal arrangements give rise. Similarly, social 
structure, insofar as it is unfair and relatively unchangeable, is 
believed to perpetuate the fundamental conditions that cause 
crime. Consequently, viewed from a social structure perspec-
tive, crime is seen largely as a lower-class phenomenon, while 
the criminality of the middle and upper classes is generally dis-
counted as less serious, less frequent, and less dangerous.

society’s institutions) and social processes (i.e., interactions be-
tween and among different social institutions, groups, and indi-
viduals) as they affect socialization and have an impact on social 
life (i.e., social interaction). In contrast to more individualized 
psychological theories, which have what is called a “micro” 
focus, sociological approaches utilize a “macro” perspective, 
stressing the type of behavior likely to be exhibited by group 
members rather than attempting to  predict the behavior of spe-
cific individuals. As noted in Chapter 1, sociological thought has 
influenced criminological theory construction more significantly 
than any other perspective during the past half century, due (at 
least in part) to a widespread concern with social problems in-
cluding civil rights, the women’s movement, issues of poverty, 
and the decline in influence experienced by many traditional 
social institutions, such as the family, government, organized 
religion, and educational systems.

Although all sociological perspectives on crime share some 
characteristics, particular theories give greater or lesser weight 
to selected components of social life. We can identify three key 
sociological explanations for crime:

1. Crime is the result of an individual’s location 
within the structure of society. This approach  focuses 
on the social and economic conditions of life, including 
poverty, alienation, social disorganization, weak social 
control, personal frustration, relative deprivation, dif-
ferential opportunities, alternative means to success, and 
deviant subcultures and subcultural values that conflict 
with conventional values. (These are the primary fea-
tures of social structure theories, which are discussed in this 
chapter and in Chapter 10 in the section “Structural 
Explanations for Homicide.”)

2. Crime is the end product of various social processes. 
This approach stresses inappropriate socialization and social 
learning as well as interpersonal relationships, strength of 
the social bond, lack of self-control, and personal and group 
consequences of societal reactions to deviance as they con-
tribute to crime. (These are the primary characteristics of 
social process theories and social development theories, which are 
discussed in Chapter 8, and in Chapter 10 where the sub-
culture of violence thesis is described.)

3. Crime is the product of class struggle. This perspec-
tive emphasizes existing power relationships between social 
groups, distribution of wealth within society, ownership 
of the means of production, and economic and social 

■ social process The interaction between and among social 
institutions, groups, and individuals.
■ social life The ongoing (typically) structured interaction—
including socialization and social behavior in general—that occurs 
between persons in a society.

■ social structure theory A theory that explains crime by 
reference to the economic and social arrangements in society. 
This type of theory emphasizes relationships among social institu-
tions and describes the types of behavior that tend to characterize 
groups of people rather than individuals.
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160    CHAPTER 7  

THEORY| in PERSPECTIVE
Types of Social Structure Theories

Social structure theories emphasize poverty, lack of education, ab-
sence of marketable skills, and deviant subcultural values as funda-
mental causes of crime. These theories, which portray crime as the 
result of an individual’s location within the structure of society and 
focus on the social and economic conditions of life, are divided into 
three types.

Social Disorganization
Depicts social change, social conflict, and the lack of social consensus 
as the root causes of crime and deviance; an offshoot, social ecology, 
sees society as a kind of organism and crime and deviance as a disease 
or social pathology.

Period: 1920s–1930s with continued influence on current 
research

Theorists: Robert Park, Ernest Burgess, W. I. Thomas, Florian 
Znaniecki, Clifford Shaw, Henry McKay, Oscar Newman, 
James Q. Wilson, George L. Kelling.

Concepts: Social ecology, ecological theories, social pathol-
ogy, social disorganization, Chicago School, Chicago Area 
Project, demographics, concentric zones, delinquency areas, 
cultural transmission, collective efficacy, social cohesion 
(criminology of place, environmental criminology, defensible 
space, and the broken windows theory represent, at least 
in part, a contemporary reinterpretation of early ecological 
notions.)

Strain Theory
Points to a lack of fit between socially approved success goals and the 
availability of socially approved means to achieve those goals. As a 
consequence, according to the perspective of strain theory, individu-
als who are unable to succeed through legitimate means turn to other 
avenues (crime) that promise economic and social recognition.

Period: 1930s–present

Theorists: Robert K. Merton, Steven F. Messner, Richard 
Rosenfeld, Peter Blau and Judith Blau, Robert Agnew

Concepts: Anomie, goals, means, innovation, retreatism, ritual-
ism, rebellion, differential opportunity, relative deprivation, 
distributive justice, general strain theory (GST)

Culture Conflict
Sees the root cause of crime in a clash of values between variously 
 socialized groups over what is acceptable or proper behavior.

Period: 1920s–present

Theorists: Thorsten Sellin, Frederic M. Thrasher, William F. 
Whyte, Walter B. Miller, Gresham Sykes, David Matza, Franco 
Ferracuti, Marvin Wolfgang, Richard A. Cloward, Lloyd E. 
Ohlin, Albert Cohen, many others

Concepts: Subculture, violent subcultures, socialization, focal con-
cerns, delinquency and drift, techniques of neutralization, illegiti-
mate opportunity structures, reaction formation, conduct norms

Types of Social 
Structure Theories
This chapter describes three major types of social structure 
theories: (1) social disorganization theory (also called the 
ecological approach), (2) strain theory, and (3) culture con-
flict theory (also called cultural deviance theory). All have a 
number of elements in common, and the classification of a 
theory into a subcategory is often a matter of which aspects 
a writer chooses to emphasize rather than any clear-cut defi-
nitional elements inherent in that theory (see the Theory in 
Perspective box in this chapter).

Social Disorganization 
Theory
Social disorganization theory (which depicts social change, 
social conflict, and lack of social consensus as the root causes 
of crime and deviance) is closely associated with the ecological 
school of criminology. Much early criminology in the United 
States was rooted in the study of urban settlements and com-
munities1 as well as the human ecology movement of the early 
twentieth century. Ecology is a term borrowed from biology that 
describes the interrelationships between living organisms and their 
environment, and social scientists use the term human ecology 

■ social disorganization theory A perspective on crime 
and deviance that sees society as a kind of organism and crime and 
deviance as a kind of disease, or social pathology. This type of the-
ory is often associated with the perspective of social ecology and 
with the Chicago School of criminology, which developed during 
the 1920s and 1930s.

■ human ecology The interrelationship between human 
beings and the physical and cultural environments in which they 
live.
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the concept of social 
pathology, defined as 
“those human actions 
which run contrary to 
the ideals of residential 
stability, property own-
ership, sobriety, thrift, 
habituation to work, 
small business enterprise, 
sexual discretion, fam-
ily solidarity, neighbor-
liness, and discipline of 
will.”12 Over time, the 
concept of social pathol-

ogy changed and came to represent the idea that some aspects 
of society are pathological, or “sick,” and produce deviant be-
havior among groups and individuals who are exposed to such 
social conditions.

Social disorganization and social pathology may arise when 
a group is faced with “social change, uneven development of 
culture, maladaptiveness, disharmony, conflict, and lack of con-
sensus.”13 Due to the rapid influx of immigrant populations at 
the beginning of the twentieth century, American cities were 
caught up in swift social change, and Park and Burgess saw in 
them an ideal focus for the study of social disorganization. They 
viewed cities as having five concentric zones, much like the 
circles on a target, each with unique characteristics and popula-
tions (see Figure 7–2): Zone I, or the “loop,” contained retail 
businesses and light manufacturing; Zone II, also referred to as 
“zone in transition,” surrounding the city center, was home to 
impoverished immigrant groups, and was characterized by de-
teriorating houses and factories and abandoned buildings; Zone 
III, also known as the “working-class” zone, contained the sec-
ond group of immigrants who escaped the poverty conditions 
of Zone II. Zone IV was occupied by middle-class citizens with 
single-family homes; and Zone V, the suburbs, was called the 
“commuter zone.” Park and Burgess noticed that residents of 
the inner zones tended to migrate to outer zones as their eco-
nomic positions improved.

Clifford Shaw and Henry McKay, other early advocates 
of the ecological approach, applied the concentric zones to the 
study of juvenile delinquency, conducting empirical studies of 
Chicago juveniles’ arrest rates in 1900–1906, 1917–1923, and 
1927–1933 (years associated with high rates of neighborhood 
transition). Shaw and McKay found that rates of offending re-
mained relatively constant over time within zones of transition 

to describe the interrelationship between human beings and the 
physical and cultural environments in which they live.2 Pioneers 
in the human ecology movement saw cities as “superorganisms” 
that incorporated areas adapted to specific groups, including eth-
nic groups (e.g., “Little Italy,” “Chinatown”), which were func-
tional enclaves within a larger organized whole that possessed its 
own dynamics.

The idea of the community as a functional whole that 
directly determines the quality of life for its members was de-
veloped and explored around the beginning of the twentieth 
century by sociologists such as Emile Durkheim (1858–1917),3 
Ferdinand Toennies (1855–1936),4 and Georg Simmel (1858–
1918).5 Durkheim believed that crime was a normal part of all 
societies and that law was a symbol of social solidarity, so an act 
was “criminal when it offends strong and defined states of the 
collective conscience.”6 

Some of the earliest sociologists to study American com-
munities were W. I. Thomas and Florian Znaniecki. 
In The Polish Peasant in Europe and America, Thomas and 
Znaniecki described the problems Polish immigrants faced 
in the early 1900s when they left their homeland and moved 
to American cities.7 The authors noted that crime rates rose 
among displaced people and hypothesized that the cause was 
the social disorganization that resulted from immigrants’ 
inability to successfully transplant guiding norms and values 
from their home cultures into the new one (see Library 
Extra 7–1). Learn more about early social disorganization 
perspectives via Web Extra 7–1; read more about classical 
sociological theory at Web Extra 7–2.

The Chicago School
Some of the earliest sociological theories to receive widespread 
recognition can be found in the writings of Robert Park and 
Ernest Burgess. In the 1920s and 1930s at the University 
of Chicago, they developed what became known as social 
 ecology, or the ecological school of criminology.8 The social 
ecology movement, influenced by the work of biologists on the 
interactions of organisms with their environments, concerned 
itself with how the structure of society adapts to the quality of 
natural resources and to the existence of other human groups.9 
One writer stated that social ecology is “the attempt to link the 
structure and organization of any human community to inter-
actions with its localized environment.”10 Because ecological 
models build on an organic analogy, it is easy to portray social 
disorganization as a disease or pathology.11 Hence, social ecolo-
gists who studied crime developed a disease model built around 

Some of the earliest 
sociological theories 
to receive widespread 
recognition were found 
in the Chicago School 
and focused on what 
became known as social 
ecology.

■ social disorganization A condition said to exist when a 
group is faced with social change, uneven development of culture, 
maladaptiveness, disharmony, conflict, and lack of consensus.

■ social pathology A concept that compares society to a 
physical organism and that sees criminality as an illness.

■ social ecology An approach to criminological theorizing 
that attempts to link the structure and organization of a human 
community to interactions with its localized environment.
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162    CHAPTER 7  

transmission: Traditions of delinquency were transmitted to 
successive generations in the same zone in the same way that 
languages, roles, and attitudes were communicated.

Because early ecological theories focused on selected 
geographic areas, their methodology came to be known as 
“area studies.” Because 1920s Chicago served as the model 
for most such studies, they became collectively referred to 
as the Chicago School of criminology. Although the ap-
plicability of these early studies to other cities or other time 
periods was questionable, the Chicago School had demon-
strated the tendency for criminal activity to be associated 
with urban transitional zones, which were typified by social 
disorganization, turmoil, lower property values, poverty, and 
lack of privacy.

The greatest contribution the ecological school made to 
criminological literature can be found in its claim that society 
wields a major influence on human behavior.15 Ecological 
theorists of the Chicago School used two sources of infor-
mation: (1) population statistics and official crime and (2) 
ethnographic data. Population statistics (demographics), when 
combined with crime information, provided empirical mate-
rial that gave scientific weight to ecological investigations; 
ethnographic information, gathered in the form of life stories 
(ethnographies), described the lives of city inhabitants. By 
comparing one set of data with the other—demographics 
with ethnographies—ecological investigators were able to 
show that life experiences varied from one location to another 
and that personal involvement in crime was strongly associ-
ated with place of residence. Learn more about the Chicago 
School of criminology at Web Extra 7–3.

The Criminology of Place
Ecological approaches to crime causation have found a modern 
rebirth in the criminology of place (also called environ-
mental criminology), which builds on the contributions 
of routine activities theory and situational crime prevention 
(which are discussed in Chapters 3 and 10). It emphasizes the 
importance of geographic location and architectural features in 
terms of prevalence of victimization. Such “hot spots” of crime, 

and concluded that de-
linquency was caused by 
the nature of the envi-
ronment in which im-
migrants lived rather 
than by characteristics 
of the immigrant groups 
themselves.14 Shaw and 
McKay saw social disor-
ganization as the inabil-
ity of local communities 
to solve common prob-

lems and believed that the degree of disorganization in a com-
munity was largely predicated upon the extent of residential 
mobility and racial heterogeneity present in that community. 
As a result of their studies, they developed the idea of cultural 
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FIGURE 7–2|Chicago’s Concentric Zones

Cultural transmission 
theory says that delin-
quency is transmitted 
to new generations 
in the same way that 
 languages, roles, and 
attitudes are.

■ cultural transmission The idea that delinquency is trans-
mitted through successive generations of people living in an area 
through the same process of social communication by which lan-
guages, social roles, and attitudes are transmitted.
■ ecological theory A type of sociological approach that 
emphasizes demographics (the characteristics of population groups) 
and geographics (the mapped location of such groups relative to 
one another) and that sees the social disorganization that char-
acterizes delinquency areas as a major cause of criminality and 
victimization.

■ Chicago School of criminology An ecological approach 
to explaining crime that examines how social disorganization con-
tributes to social pathology.
■ criminology of place A perspective that emphasizes the 
importance of geographic location and architectural features as 
they are associated with the prevalence of criminal victimization; 
also called environmental criminology.
■ environmental criminology A perspective that em-
phasizes the importance of geographic location and architectural 
features as they are associated with the prevalence of criminal vic-
timization; also called criminology of place.
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Central to the crim-
inology of place is the 
broken windows the-
ory, which holds that 
physical deterioration 
such as increases in unre-
paired buildings leads to 
greater concerns for per-
sonal safety among area 
residents.21 These con-

cerns lead to further decreases in maintenance and repair; to in-
creased delinquency, vandalism, and crime; and to even further 
deterioration in safety and the physical environment—all result-
ing in offenders from other neighborhoods being increasingly 
attracted by the area’s perceived vulnerability. Physical disorder, 
left unchecked, leads to crime by driving residents indoors and 
sending a message to would-be offenders that a neighborhood 
is out of control.22 

The broken windows perspective, first advanced in a 1982 
article by James Q. Wilson and George L. Kelling titled 
“Broken Windows: The Police and Neighborhood Safety,” 23 
led to an increase in the use of “order maintenance policing” 
and a crackdown on quality-of-life offenses, such as panhan-
dling, graffiti, littering, and prostitution, in some of our nation’s 
cities. In 2000 in New York City, (then) Mayor Rudolph 
Giuliani announced a new police campaign using computer 
mapping to track crime and to target offenses such as jaywalk-
ing, public urination, panhandling, graffiti, public drinking, and 
prostitution.

Even within high-crime neighborhoods and neighbor-
hoods characterized by urban decay, crimes tend to be 
concentrated at specific locations, such as street blocks or 
multiple-family dwellings, and some units within specific 
apartment buildings are more likely to be the site of crimi-
nal occurrences. The criminology of place employs the 
concept of defensible space. The concept was developed 
by  architect Oscar Newman in 1972,24 and means “the 
range of  mechanisms—real and symbolic barriers, strongly 
defined areas of influence, and improved opportunities for 
 surveillance—that combine to bring an environment under 
the control of its residents.”25 Newman’s publication Creating 
Defensible Space can be accessed via Library Extra 7–2.

The criminology of place holds that location can be as 
predictive of criminal activity as the lifestyles of victimized indi-
viduals or the social features of victimized households. (Place has 
been defined by researchers as “a fixed physical environment 
that can be seen completely and simultaneously, at least on its 

including neighborhoods, specific streets, and even individual 
houses and businesses, have been identified by recent writers. 
Lawrence W. Sherman, for example, and colleagues tell of a 
study that revealed that 3% of places (addresses and intersec-
tions) in Minneapolis produced 50% of all calls to the police. 
Crime, noted Sherman, although relatively rare in Minneapolis 
and similar urban areas, is geographically concentrated.16 

Policing hot spots, also known variously as place-based 
policing and place-based crime prevention, is a concept that was 
popularized by George Mason University’s David Weisburd, 
University of Maryland’s John Eck, Harvard University profes-
sor Anthony Braga, and others.17

Place-based crime prevention has been shown to be a 
potentially effective crime-reduction technique. In a 2004 re-
port, the National Research Council Committee to Review 
Research on Police Policy and Practices concluded that “[t]here 
has been increasing interest over the past two decades in police 
practices that target very specific types of crimes, criminals, and 
crime places. In particular, policing crime hot spots has become 
a common police strategy for reducing crime and disorder 
problems . . . . [A] strong body of evidence suggests that taking 
a focused geographic approach to crime problems can increase 
the effectiveness of policing.”18

Reflecting the questions first addressed by Shaw and 
McKay, researcher Rodney Stark asked, “How is it that 
neighborhoods can remain the site of high crime and deviance 
rates despite a complete turnover in their populations? There 
must be something about places as such that sustains crime.”19 
Stark developed a theory of deviant neighborhoods consisting of 30 
propositions, including the following:20

 ● To the extent that neighborhoods are dense and poor, 
homes will be crowded.

 ● Where homes are more crowded, there will be a greater 
tendency to congregate outside the home in places and 
circumstances that raise levels of temptation and offer 
 opportunity to deviate.

 ● Where homes are more crowded, there will be lower 
 levels of supervision of children.

 ● Reduced levels of child supervision will result in poor 
school achievement, with a consequent reduction in 
stakes in conformity and an increase in deviant behavior.

 ● Poor, dense neighborhoods tend to be mixed-use 
neighborhoods.

 ● Mixed use increases familiarity with and easy access to 
places offering the opportunity for deviance.

■ broken windows theory A perspective on crime causation 
that holds that physical deterioration in an area leads to increased 
concerns for personal safety among area residents and to higher 
crime rates in that area.

■ defensible space The range of mechanisms that combine 
to bring an environment under the control of its residents.

The broken win-
dows theory says that 
neighborhood physical 
deterioration leads to 
increased delinquency, 
vandalism, and crime.
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164    CHAPTER 7  

Collective Efficacy and Crime
Although order maintenance policies implemented by policy 
makers may have only limited efficiency in reducing crime, ef-
forts to empower residents to exert positive social control within 
their own neighborhoods may be a workable strategy. The 
concept of collective efficacy grew out of the social disorgani-
zation literature and refers to the “collective ability of residents 
to produce social action to meet common goals and preserve 
shared values.”32 Studies show that social interaction between 
neighborhood residents holds the potential to create a strong 
sense of social cohesion and common interests. When people 
share common goals and trust each other, quality of life rises 
and feelings of empowerment emerge. In effect, research shows 
that grassroots efforts to increase levels of effective community 
functioning can work, with or without formal intervention from 
the police, policy makers, or other parties. One study in 2014 
that examined both the impact of collective efficacy and social 
cohesion on crime found that they represented distinct processes 
but that decreases in either social cohesion or collective efficacy 
are associated with increases in homicide in the areas studied.33 
Researchers concluded that a community-based collective ef-
ficacy effort could be effective at preventing crime.

In what may seem like a contrary finding, Arizona State 
University criminologists discovered that youth are more likely to 
co- offend in neighborhoods with peers of their own race/ethnicity, 
that are less disadvantaged, and that have greater residential stability—
all of which, say the researchers, “promote trust among neighbors.” 
In other words “many of the same neighborhood characteristics 
that reduce crime lead to a greater proportion of co-offending.”34 

Strain Theory
The second type of social structure theory discussed in this chapter 

is strain theory. Strain can 
be defined as the pressure 
that individuals feel to 
reach socially determined 
goals.35 The classic state-
ment of strain theory 
—which depicts delin-
quency as a form of adap-

tive problem-solving behavior committed in response to problems 
involving frustrating and undesirable social environments—was 
offered in 1938 by Robert K. Merton, who also refined the 
concept of anomie (a French word meaning “normlessness”).

Anomie was popularized by Emile Durkheim in his 1897 
book Suicide, in which he used the term to explain how a 

surface, by one’s naked eyes.”26) Places can be criminogenic 
 because they have certain routine activities associated with 
them or because they provide the characteristics that facilitate 
crime commission.

Recognizing the importance of criminology of place, 
New York City police developed a program called Operation 
Padlock designed to close businesses with repeated crime prob-
lems; it appeared to be successful in reducing the incidence of 
certain kinds of crime. Author Sherman pointed out that “nei-
ther capital punishment of places (as in arson of crack houses) 
nor incapacitation of the routine activities of criminal hot 
spots (as in revocation of liquor licenses) seems likely to elimi-
nate crime. But since the routine activities of places may be 
regulated far more easily than the routine activities of persons, 
a criminology of place would seem to offer substantial promise 
for public policy as well as theory.”27 

Sometimes it is the public or city governments that take 
the initiative in crime prevention using environmental design. 
In 2012, for example, the Washington, D.C., Metropolitan 
Police Department was asked to appoint environmental design 
experts to a planning committee being created by the city to 
develop two new projects—the Anacostia River front and the 
Wharf.28 City officials believed that embedding crime-preven-
tion architects with developers in the planning team would 
help in the construction of safety-oriented developments.

Some crime-prevention programs are combining ideas 
 derived from the criminology of place with spatial-mapping tech-
niques to fight crime (the Theory versus Reality box provides 
information about crime-mapping techniques). Visit the National 
Institute of Justice’s MAPS program via Web Extra 7–4 to learn 
more about crime mapping, and read more about the broken 
windows theory at Library Extra 7–3.

More recent studies of the broken windows concept have 
cast doubt on the assertion, made by Wilson and Kelling, that 
police intervention into the process that links disorder and 
crime can be effective in reducing crime.29 It may be that dis-
order and crime have common roots and that one is more as-
sociated with the other than produced by it.30 Hence, efforts to 
target quality-of-life offenses in urban areas experiencing high 
levels of social disorganization may not have the desired effect 
of reducing crime. David Thacher, professor of public policy 
and urban planning at the University of Michigan, explained 
that “these challenges to the broken windows theory have not 
yet discredited order maintenance policing with policymakers 
or the public. But among criminologists, order maintenance is 
clearly under siege.”31 See the Crime in the News box in this 
chapter for more on broken windows theory.

■ collective efficacy The collective ability of residents to pro-
duce social action to meet common goals and preserve shared values.
■ social cohesion An emotional and social investment in a 
neighborhood and a sense of shared destiny among residents.

Robert K. Merton pop-
ularized the term anomie, 
a French word meaning 
“normlessness.”

■ strain theory A sociological approach that posits a disjunc-
ture between socially and subculturally sanctioned means and goals 
as the cause of criminal behavior.
■ anomie A social condition in which norms are uncertain or 
lacking.
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THEORY|versus REALITY
The Criminology of Place, Routine Activities, and Crime Mapping

Today’s law enforcement agencies are using the criminology of place 
and routine activities theories (discussed in Chapter 3) to develop 
situational crime-prevention techniques that combine technology with 
crime mapping. One implementation of this approach is the Mapping 
and Analysis Program (MAPS) of the National Institute of Justice. 
Crime mapping, used in conjunction with geographic information 
systems (GISs), makes effective use of law enforcement resources by 
helping police administrators direct patrols to places where they are 
most needed.

In the routine activities interpretation, crimes are seen as needing 
three ingredients: a likely offender, a suitable target, and the absence 
of a guardian capable of preventing the criminal act. Then comes the 
term density paradox: On the one hand, high population densities create 
a high potential for crime because people and property are crowded 
in small spaces, resulting in many likely offenders and suitable targets; 
on the other hand, surveillance is plentiful, so criminal acts in public 
spaces are likely to be observed by others (guardians). Crime can be re-
duced or prevented by making people less likely to offend (by increas-
ing guilt and fostering development of the “inner policeman” who 
tames criminal impulses), by making targets less available (also called 
situational crime prevention), and by making guardians more numerous 
or effective. Putting the routine activities approach and situational 
crime prevention into a geographic context involves asking how each 
element is distributed in geographic space. Where are the likely of-
fenders? (What is the geography of the youthful male population?) 
Where are the suitable targets? (What is the geography of convenience 
stores, malls, ATMs, poorly illuminated pedestrian areas?) Where are 
the guardians? (What is the potential for surveillance, both formal and 
informal, of targets or areas that may contain targets?)

The perspective that focuses on criminal spatial behavior develops a 
scenario in which the motivated (potential) criminal uses cues, or envi-
ronmental signals, to assess victims or targets. Clusters and sequences of 
cues relating to the social and physical aspects of the environment are 
seen as a template, which the offender uses to evaluate victims or tar-
gets; tied to this process is the concept of activity space, the area where 
the offender customarily moves about that is familiar to him or her.

Activity spaces vary with demographics. Historically, younger 
persons tended to have more constricted activity spaces, not having 
resources to travel far, and women had more geographically limited ac-
tivity areas than men because men worked farther from home and their 
jobs gave them greater mobility; both are less true today.

Analysts considering crime patterns from a theoretical perspective 
might ask some “filter” questions: How important is geography in ex-
plaining a pattern? Is the pattern random or not? If not, why not? Can 
routine activities theory or criminal spatial behavior theory help explain 
this pattern? Is this pattern normal or unusual for this area? If the pattern is 
an anomaly, why is this? What resources can be used to better understand 
the social and other environmental dynamics of the area of interest?

For a list of Web sites displaying active crime maps, see Web Extra 7–5.

Discussion Questions 
1. How does routine activities theory support the concepts involved 

in the spatial analysis of crime?

2. What is the density paradox? What implications does it have for 
crime prevention?

3. What “filter” questions are discussed in this box? Can you think of 
any others that might be asked?

Source: National Institute of Justice, “Mapping and Analysis for Public Safety (MAPS),” http://www.ojp.gov/nij/maps (accessed May 28, 2007); and Keith Harries, 
Mapping Crime: Principles and Practice (Washington, DC: National Institute of Justice, 1999), http://www.ojp.usdoj.gov/cmrc (accessed December 15, 2005).

breakdown of predictable social conditions can lead to feelings 
of personal loss, dissolution, and lack of a sense of belonging.36 
Merton’s use of the term anomie was somewhat different and 
meant a disjunction between socially approved means to success 
and legitimate goals.37 Merton maintained that legitimate goals, 
such as wealth, status, and personal happiness, are generally por-
trayed as desirable for everyone, but the widely acceptable means 
to these goals, such as education, hard work, and financial savings, 
are not equally available. As a consequence, crime and deviance 
tend to arise as alternative means to success when individuals feel 
the strain of being pressed to succeed in socially approved ways 
but find that the tools necessary for such success are not available 
to them and that strain increases as the gulf between the goals and 
the means available to achieve them widens. Merton’s emphasis 
on the felt strain resulting from a lack of fit between goals and 
means led to his approach being called strain theory. 

Complicating the picture further, Merton maintained that 
not everyone accepts the legitimacy of socially approved 
goals. Merton diagrammed possible combinations of goals and 
means as shown in Table 7–1. The first row, labeled conformity, 

signifies acceptance of the goals that society holds as legitimate 
for everyone, with ready availability of the means approved for 
achieving those goals; the mode of adaptation associated with 
this combination of goals and means typifies most middle- and 
upper-class individuals.

Innovation arises when an emphasis on approved goal achieve-
ment combines with a lack of opportunity to participate fully 

TABLE 7–1 Goals and Means Disjuncture

Conformity + +

Innovation + −

Ritualism − +

Retreatism − −

Rebellion ± ±

Source: Adapted from Robert K. Merton, “Social Structure and Anomie,” 
American Sociological Review, Vol. 3, No. 5 (October 1938), pp. 672–682.
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166    CHAPTER 7  

CRIME in the NEWS
“Broken Windows” Policing Helps Restore Communities

JAMES Q. WILSON, who died on March 2, 2012, is credited with 
co-authoring one of the most influential policing theories of all time. 
His “broken windows” theory posits that crime develops from small 
things, such as shattered windows, spray-painted gang signs, and pan-
handling. These outward signs tell criminals that a community is ripe 
for the picking.

When the theory was first published in 1982, it broke with the 
orthodoxy of the time, which focused on giving would-be criminals 
economic incentives to become law-abiding citizens. Wilson, who 
viewed himself as politically independent, was heralded as a new con-
servative voice. Republican Mayor Rudy Giuliani of New York City 
endorsed Wilson’s theory when he entered office in 1993.

Rather than just focusing on major crimes, New York City police 
started going after small crimes in a big way. Misdemeanor arrests 
increased 70% during the rest of the decade, and Giuliani faced com-
plaints of police harassment. But New York City’s crime rate dropped 
dramatically, much more than a corresponding drop in the nationwide 
rate. Violent crime in the city declined by more than 56%, compared 
with a 28% U.S. drop, and property crimes fell by about 65%, com-
pared with 26% nationally.

Los Angeles, Chicago, and Boston also successfully adopted aspects 
of broken windows, and the theory has led to hot-spot policing, which 
focuses patrols on areas with high crime. This technique is currently 
used in several U.S. cities, from Oakland, California, to St. Louis, 
Missouri.

Broken windows has become so embedded in law enforcement that 
it is rarely noted anymore. A new police program piloted in a Detroit 
neighborhood in 2012, however, specifically referenced the theory. 
The city partnered with the Manhattan Institute, a conservative think-
tank that brought in George L. Kelling, Wilson’s co-author on the 
original 1982 broken windows paper and an executive at the institute.

In the Detroit project, police officers spent extra time interacting 
with the community, and community members were encouraged to 
report suspicious activity. At the end of the 120-day pilot in August 
2012, the community noted 32% fewer home invasions in the area 

compared to the same time last year. Detroit police plan to extend the 
program to other Detroit neighborhoods.

The Michigan Youth Violence Prevention Center is also taking a 
page from broken windows as it builds social and institutional relation-
ships on the streets of Flint, Michigan. “Our Community Policing 
initiative is largely grounded in Wilson’s work, aiming to promote 
problem-solving and facilitate cooperation between police officers and 
community residents,” wrote Sophie Aiyer, a postdoctoral fellow at 
the center.

Discussion Questions 
1. How would you describe the broken windows theory of policing?

2. What implications does the broken windows theory hold for 
crime-prevention policy? Do you know of any communities in 
which you’d like to see it applied?

An abandoned house in a run-down neighborhood. What 
does broken windows theory say about places like this?
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Sources: Brian Dickerson, “Broken Windows Theory of Community Policing Will Get Major Test in Detroit,” Detroit Free Press, May 24, 2012, http://www.freep.com/apps/
pbcs.dll/article?AID=2012205240458; Joan Petersilia, “Remembering James Q. Wilson,” The Crime Report, March 18, 2012, http://www.thecrimereport.org/news/inside-
criminal-justice/2012-03-remembering-james-q-wilson; and Sophie Aiyer, “James Q. Wilson, Who Developed Broken Windows Theory, Dies at 80,” Michigan Youth 
Violence Prevention Center, March 6, 2012, http://yvpc.sph.umich.edu/2012/03/06/james-q-wilson-developed-broken-windows-theory-dies-80/.

in socially acceptable means to success, which is experienced by 
many lower-class individuals who have been socialized to desire 
traditional success symbols (expensive cars, large homes, big bank 
accounts) but do not have ready access to approved means of 
acquiring them (educational opportunity); innovative behavioral 
responses, including crime, can be expected to develop when 
individuals find themselves deprived. Merton said that “poverty as 
such, and consequent limitation of opportunity, are not sufficient 
to induce a conspicuously high rate of criminal behavior. Even the 
often mentioned ‘poverty in the midst of plenty’ will not neces-
sarily lead to this result.”38 It is when those who find themselves in 
poverty are pressured to achieve material success and acquire other 
associated symbols of status that innovation results.

The third row, ritualism, refers to the type of behavior aris-
ing when members of society participate in socially desirable 
means but show little interest in goal achievement. A ritualist 
may get a good education, work every day in an acceptable oc-
cupation, and appear to be leading a solid middle-class lifestyle, 
yet care little for the symbols of success, choosing to live an 
otherwise independent lifestyle.

Retreatism describes the behavior of those who reject both 
the socially approved goals and the means. They may become 
dropouts, drug abusers, or homeless persons or participate in 
alternative lifestyles, such as communal living; they are often so-
cially and psychologically quite separate from the larger society 
around them.
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that inconsistencies in the American Dream are to be blamed 
for most criminal activity: “Our thesis is that the American 
Dream itself exerts pressures toward crime by encouraging an 
anomic cultural environment, an environment in which people 
are encouraged to adopt an ‘anything goes’ mentality in the 
pursuit of personal goals.”40

It is often said that Americans are the richest people on 
earth and that even the poorest Americans are far richer than 
the average citizen of many Third World nations, but even if 
such an assertion is true, it means little to someone who is living 
in the United States and is poor when judged in terms of U.S. 
standards. Deprivation has an important psychological compo-
nent and cannot be accurately assessed in absolute terms.

Relative deprivation refers to the economic and social 
gaps that exist between rich and poor who live in close proxim-
ity to one another. According to sociologists Judith Blau and 
Peter Blau, two proponents of the relative deprivation concept, 
people assess their position in life by way of comparison with 
things and people they already know.41 According to the Blaus, 
relative deprivation creates feelings of anger, frustration, hostil-
ity, and social injustice on the part of those who experience it. 
According to distributive justice, which refers to people’s 
perceptions of their rightful place in the reward structure of 
society, even wealthy and socially privileged individuals may 
feel slighted or shortchanged if they feel inadequately rewarded 
for their behavior or accomplishments. But the perception of 
the rightful distribution of rewards appears to be highly depen-
dent upon cultural expectations; for example, even successful 
Americans sometimes feel they deserve more, whereas studies 
show that Japanese society has been able to accommodate rapid 
socioeconomic growth without generating a felt sense of eco-
nomic injustice, even among its least successful members, and 
without experiencing a substantial increase in crime.42 

Surveys provide evidence for distinguishing between two 
types of relative deprivation: personal and group.43 Personal 
relative deprivation is characteristic of individuals who feel 
deprived compared with other people; group relative de-
privation is a communal sense of injustice that is shared by 
members of the same group. People who experience personal 
deprivation are likely to feel socially isolated and personally 
stressed, and those who believe their entire social group is de-
prived relative to other groups are more prone to participate 
in social movements and may actively attempt to change the 
social system, making group relative deprivation a powerful 
force for social change.

Merton’s last category, rebellion, describes the actions of a 
person who wishes to replace socially approved goals and means 
with some other system; political radicals, revolutionaries, and 
antiestablishment agitators fit into this category. Merton be-
lieved that conformity is the most common mode of adaptation 
prevalent in society and that retreatism is the least common.

A 2006 study by sociologists Thomas M. Arvanites and 
Robert H. Defina at Villanova University tested a prediction 
based on Merton’s theory: that negative economic conditions 
and declining business cycles can increase social strain, result-
ing in heightened rates for certain kinds of crimes, especially 
property crimes. By comparing society’s economic conditions 
over time with rates for such crimes, the researchers concluded 
that “an improving economy has a negative and statistically sig-
nificant effect on all four index property crimes and robbery.” 
Because financial gain is the primary purpose of robbery, they 
noted that “a finding that robbery is the only violent crime to 
be influenced by the business cycle was not surprising.”39

Relative Deprivation
Another version of Merton’s anomie theory has been proposed 
by Steven F. Messner and Richard Rosenfeld, who suggested 

 around London in the Special 
Operations Room of their Central Communications Command. 
Defensible space can be defined in terms of barriers to crime 
commission and preventive surveillance opportunities. How 
might such features be enhanced in high-crime areas?
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■ relative deprivation A sense of social or economic in-
equality experienced by those who are unable, for whatever rea-
son, to achieve legitimate success within the surrounding society.
■ distributive justice The rightful, equitable, and just distri-
bution of rewards within a society.
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168    CHAPTER 7  

the form of negative affective states, meaning emotions such 
as anger, fear, depression, and disappointment.

An analysis by Agnew of other strain theories found that all 
such theories share at least two central explanatory features.47 
Agnew said that strain theories focus (1) “explicitly on negative 
relationships with others, relationships in which the individual 
is not treated as he or she wants to be treated,” and he argued 
that (2) “adolescents are pressured into delinquency by the 
negative affective states—most notably anger and related emo-
tions—that often result from negative relationships.”48

In 1994, Raymond Paternoster and Paul Mazerolle tested 
some of the assumptions underlying GST through an analysis 
of data from the National Youth Survey.49 They found partial 
support for GST and discovered that negative relations with 
adults, feelings of dissatisfaction with friends and school life, 
and experiences of stressful events were positively related to 
delinquency, as was living in an unpleasant neighborhood (with 
social problems and physical deterioration). When conceived of 
more broadly as exposure to negative stimuli, general strain was 
found to be significantly related to delinquency.

Contrary to Agnew’s hypothesis, however, Paternoster 
and Mazerolle found no evidence that the effects of strain were 
enhanced when they were experienced for longer periods of 
time or that they were diminished when adolescents classi-
fied the area of their life in which they experienced strain as 
“unimportant.” Consistent with earlier findings,50 Paternoster 
and Mazerolle found that feelings of general strain were posi-
tively related to later delinquency—regardless of the number 
of delinquent peers, moral beliefs, self-efficacy, and level of 
conventional social support—and that general strain leads to 
delinquency by weakening the conventional social bond and 
strengthening the unconventional bond with delinquent peers.

In a more recent test of GST, Lisa M. Broidy of the 
University of New Mexico examined the intervening role of 
negative emotions and legitimate coping strategies as they im-
pact the relationship between strain and crime and found that 
strain can produce anger and other negative emotions and that 
different sources of strain tend to produce different emotions.51 
“Hence, although evidence of a relationship exists between 
strain and negative emotions, the nature of this relationship 
depends on the specific type of strain and negative emotions 
considered.”52 Strain-induced anger was more likely to lead 
to criminal outcomes among men than among women, even 
though members of both genders experienced anger equally 
under certain specific types of strained circumstances. Broidy 
also discovered that “negative emotional responses to strain 
other than anger are associated with a significant increase in 

General Strain Theory
In 1992, strain theory was reformulated by Robert Agnew and 
others who molded it into a comprehensive perspective called 
general strain theory (GST).44 GST sees law-breaking behav-
ior as a coping mechanism 
enabling those who en-
gage in it to deal with the 
socioemotional problems 
generated by negative so-
cial relations (Figure 7–3). 
In 2006, Agnew restated 
the six central proposi-
tions of GST, as shown in 
Figure 7–4.45 

Agnew explained that the strains most likely to cause crime 
in Western societies include child abuse and neglect; negative 
secondary school experiences; abusive peer relations; chronic 
unemployment; marital problems; parental rejection; erratic, ex-
cessive, and or/harsh supervision or discipline; criminal victim-
ization; homelessness; racial, ethnic, or gender discrimination; 
and failure to achieve selected goals. Factors that increase the 
likelihood of criminal coping include poor conventional coping 
skills and resources; availability of criminal skills and resources; 
low levels of conventional social support; routine association 
with criminal others; personal beliefs and values favorable to 
crime; frequent exposure to situations where the costs of crime 
are low; low levels of social control, including weak bonds to 
conventional others; and lack of investment in conventional 
institutions. Agnew’s strategies for reducing exposure to strains 
include eliminating strains conducive to crime, altering strains to 
make them less conducive to crime, removing individuals from 
exposure to strain, and equipping individuals with the traits and 
skills needed to avoid strains conducive to crime.

GST expands on traditional strain theory in several ways. 
First, it significantly widens the focus of strain theory to include 
all types of negative relations between an individual and others; 
second, GST maintains that strain is likely to have a cumulative 
effect on delinquency after reaching a certain threshold; third, 
general strain theory provides a more comprehensive account 
of the cognitive, behavioral, and emotional adaptations to strain 
than traditional strain approaches; and finally, GST more fully 
describes the wide variety of factors affecting the choice of de-
linquent adaptations to strain.

Agnew saw the crime-producing effects of strain as cumu-
lative and concluded that whatever form it takes, “strain creates 
a predisposition for delinquency in those cases in which it is 
chronic or repetitive.”46 Predispositions may be manifested in 

GST sees law-breaking 
as a coping mechanism 
for dealing with socio-
emotional problems.

■ general strain theory (GST) A perspective that suggests 
that law-breaking behavior is a coping mechanism that enables 
those who engage in it to deal with the socioemotional problems 
generated by negative social relations.

■ negative affective state An adverse emotion such as 
anger, fear, depression, or disappointment that derives from the 
experience of strain.
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SUCCESS
GOALS

FIGURE 7–3|A Visual Representation of Strain Theory
Source: Schmalleger, Frank, Criminology. Printed and Electronically reproduced by permission of Pearson Education, Inc., Upper Saddle River, New Jersey.

legitimate coping and significant decrease in illegitimate/crimi-
nal outcomes.”53

A 2002 study by Robert Agnew and associates further 
refined GST by explaining why some individuals are more 
likely than others to react to strain with delinquency.54 They 
found that juveniles who measured high in negative emotion-
ality and low in constraint were more likely to react to strain 
with delinquency and noted that the “incorporation of such 
traits into GST represents an integration between strain theory 
and the rapidly growing research on behavioral genetics and 
crime.”55 Hence, it may be that certain biological factors make 

some individuals particularly susceptible to the effects of strain 
in their lives.

Finally, in 2010, Joan R. Hipp at the University of 
California, Irvine, reporting on a study of crime rates in 352 
American metropolitan areas over a 30-year period, reinforced 
the notion of strain as a cause of crime.56 Hipp, whose study 
focused on the effect of economic resources and racial/ethnic 
composition on the change in crime rates, found that eco-
nomic inequality increases the amount of crime in cities, but 
that the distribution of inequality across the census tracts of a 
city has important interaction effects. In cities with high levels IS
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170    CHAPTER 7  

of inequality, Hipp discovered, higher levels of economic seg-
regation actually lead to much higher levels of the types of 
crime that she studied (including aggravated assaults, robberies, 
burglaries, and motor vehicle thefts). By contrast, Hipp found, 
in cities with low levels of inequality, it is mixing of house-
holds in neighborhoods with varying levels of income that 
leads to higher levels of crime. Learn more about strain theory 
via Web Extra 7–6.

Culture Conflict Theory
The third type of social structure theory discussed in this 
chapter is culture conflict theory (also called cultural deviance 
theory), which suggests that the root cause of criminality can be 
found in a clash of values between differently socialized groups 
over what is acceptable or proper behavior. The culture conflict 
concept is inherent in ecological criminology (discussed earlier 
in this chapter) and its belief that zones of transition tend to be 
in flux and harbor groups of people whose values are often at 
odds with those of the larger society.

The culture conflict perspective found its clearest ex-
pression in the writings of Thorsten Sellin in his 1938 
book Culture Conflict and Crime, where he stated that the root 
cause of crime could be found in different values for what 

is acceptable or proper 
behavior.57 According 
to Sellin, conduct 
norms, which provide 
the valuative basis for 
human behavior, are 
acquired early in life 
through childhood so-
cialization, and it is the 

clash of norms between variously socialized groups that 
results in crime. Because crime is a violation of laws es-
tablished by legislative decree, the criminal event itself is 
 nothing other than a disagreement over what should be ac-
ceptable behavior.

Sellin described two types of culture conflict. Primary con-
flict arises when a fundamental clash of cultures occurs, as when 
an immigrant father kills his daughter’s lover following an Old 
World tradition that demands a family’s honor be kept intact.58 
Secondary conflict occurs, according to Sellin, when smaller cul-
tures within the primary one clash, as when middle-class values 
(on which most criminal laws are based) find fault with inner-
city or lower-class norms, resulting in the social phenomenon 
we call crime. 

Strains refer to events and conditions that 
are disliked by individuals. There are three 
major sources of strain: Individuals may 

(a) lose something they value, (b) be treated 
in an aversive or negative manner by others, 

and (c) be unable to achieve their goals.

Strains increase the likelihood of particular 
crimes primarily through their impact on a 
range of negative emotional states. Certain 
kinds of strains, for example, might lead to 
revenge seeking, while others cause those 

who experience them to steal things of value.

Those strains most likely to cause crime are 
perceived (a) as high in magnitude or, 

(b) as unjust, (c) are associated with low 
self-control, and (d) create some pressure 
or incentive to engage in criminal coping.

The likelihood that individuals will react to 
strains with criminal behavior depends on 

a range of factors that influence the 
individual’s (a) ability to engage in legal 

coping, (b) costs of crime, and 
(c) disposition of crime.

Patterns of offending over the life course, 
group differences in crime, and community 

and societal differences in crime can be partly 
explained in terms of differences in the 
exposure to strains conducive to crime.

Crime can be reduced by reducing individuals’ 
exposure to strains that are conducive to 
crime and by reducing their likelihood of 

responding to strains with crime.

The Six Central Propositions of 
General Strain Theory

FIGURE 7–4|The Six Central Propositions of General 
Strain Theory
Source: The Six Central Propositions of General Strain Theory by Robert Agnew 
from Pressured Into Crime: An Overview of General Strain Theory (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2006).

■ culture conflict theory A sociological perspective on 
crime that suggests that the root cause of criminality can be 
found in a clash of values between variously socialized groups 
over what is acceptable or proper behavior; also called cultural 
deviance theory.
■ conduct norms Shared expectations of a social group rela-
tive to personal conduct.

Conduct norms are 
acquired early in life 
through childhood 
socialization.

IS
B

N
 1-323-65050-4

Criminology Today: An Integrative Introduction, Eighth Edition, by Frank Schmalleger. Published by Pearson. Copyright © 2017 by Pearson Education, Inc.

S
M
I
T
H
,
 
P
A
U
L
A
 
1
0
0
8
T
S



171

smartness, excitement, fate, and autonomy. Miller concluded 
that subcultural crime and deviance are not the direct conse-
quences of poverty and lack of opportunity but emanate from 
specific values characteristic of such subcultures. According 
to Miller, trouble is a dominant feature of lower-class culture. 
Getting into trouble, staying out of trouble, and dealing with 
trouble when it arises become focal points in the lives of many 
members of lower-class culture. Miller recognized that getting 
into trouble is not necessarily valued in and of itself but is seen 
as a necessary means to valued ends.

Like many theorists of the time, Miller was primarily con-
cerned with the criminality of men. The lower-class masculine 
concern with toughness may have been due to many men in the 
groups he examined being raised in female-headed families and 
may have reflected an almost obsessive concern with masculin-
ity as a reaction to the perceived threat of overidentification 
with female role models.

Miller described smartness as the “capacity to outsmart, 
outfox, outwit, dupe, take, [or] con another or others and the 
concomitant capacity to avoid being outwitted, taken or duped 
oneself. In its essence, smartness involves the capacity to achieve 
a valued entity—material goods, personal status—through a 
maximum use of mental agility and a minimum of physical ef-
fort.” Excitement was seen as a search for thrills—often necessary 
to overcome the boredom inherent in lower-class lifestyles. 
Fighting, gambling, picking up women, and making the rounds 
were all described as derivative aspects of the lower-class con-
cern with excitement. Fate is related to the quest for excitement 
and to the concept of luck. As Miller stated, “Many lower-class 
persons feel that their lives are subject to a set of forces over 
which they have relatively little control. These are not super-
natural forces or organized religion but relate more to a concept 
of ‘destiny’ or man as a pawn. This often implicit worldview is 
associated with a conception of the ultimate futility of directed 
effort toward a goal.”

Autonomy, manifested in statements like “I can take care of 
myself” and “No one’s going to push me around,” produces 
behavioral problems from the perspective of middle-class expec-
tations when it surfaces in work environments, public schools, 
or other social institutions built on expectations of conformity.

Miller’s work on subcultures and their focal concerns is 
derived almost entirely from his study of black inner-city de-
linquents in the Boston area in the 1950s and may have less 
relevance to members of lower-class subcultures in other places 
or at other times.

Subcultural Theory
Fundamental to the notion of culture conflict is the idea of 
a subculture, a collection of values and preferences that is 
communicated to subcultural participants through a process 
of socialization. Subcultures differ from the larger culture in 
that they claim the allegiance of smaller groups of people. For 
example, the wider American culture may proclaim that hard 
work and individuality are valuable, but a particular subculture 
may espouse the virtues of deer hunting, male bonding, and 
recreational alcohol consumption. Countercultures, which tend 
to reject and invert the values of the surrounding culture, and 
criminal subcultures, which actively espouse deviant activity, 
represent extremes. Subcultural theory is a sociological per-
spective that emphasizes the contributions made by variously 
socialized cultural groups to the phenomenon of crime.

Early writings on subcultures include The Gang by 
Frederic M. Thrasher.59 Thrasher studied 1,313 gangs in 
Chicago in 1927, and his descriptive work led to a typology in 
which he described different types of gangs. In 1943, William 
F. Whyte, drawing on Thrasher’s work, published Street Corner 
Society.60 Whyte, in describing his three-year study of the Italian 
slum he called “Cornerville,” further developed the subcultural 
thesis, showing that lower-class residents of a typical slum could 
achieve success through the opportunities afforded by slum cul-
ture, including racketeering and bookmaking. Read more on 
culture in conflict at Library Extra 7–4.

Focal Concerns
In 1958, Walter B. Miller attempted to detail the values that 
drive members of lower-class subcultures into delinquent pursuits, 
describing lower-class culture as “a long established, distinctively 
patterned tradition with an integrity of its own.”61 According to 
that article, titled “Lower Class Culture as a Generating Milieu of 
Gang Delinquency,” a large body of systematically interrelated at-
titudes, practices, behaviors, and values characteristic of lower-class 
culture are designed to support and maintain the basic features of 
the lower-class way of life. In areas where these differ from fea-
tures of middle-class culture, action oriented to the achievement 
and maintenance of the lower-class system may violate norms of 
the middle class and be perceived as deliberately nonconforming. 
“This does not mean, however, that violation of the middle-class 
norm is the dominant component of motivation; it is a by-product 
of action primarily oriented to the lower-class system.”

Miller also outlined what he termed the focal concerns 
(key values) of delinquent subcultures: trouble, toughness, 

■ subculture A collection of values and preferences that is 
communicated to subcultural participants through a process of 
socialization.
■ subcultural theory A sociological perspective that empha-
sizes the contribution made by variously socialized cultural groups 
to the phenomenon of crime.

■ focal concerns The key values of any culture, especially a 
delinquent subculture.
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neither forced to make choices because of fateful experiences 
early in life nor entirely free to make choices unencumbered by 
the realities of their situation.

More recent studies have found that whereas “only a small 
percentage of adolescents generally approve of violence or 
express indifference to violence, [a] large percentage of ado-
lescents accept neutralizations justifying the use of violence in 
particular situations.”66 Studies have found that young people 
who disapprove of violence but associate with delinquent peers 
often use neutralization techniques as justifications for violence 
in which they personally engage.67

Hard-core, active, noninstitutionalized drug dealers, street 
robbers, and carjackers have also used neutralization tech-
niques.68 Sociologist Ken Levi found that professional contract 
killers, or hit men, tend to begin adapting to the role of pro-
fessional killer by learning to view killing as “just a job” or as 
“just business,” which allows them to deny responsibility for 
contracted killings and to view themselves as “hired guns,” and 
their victims as “targets” rather than people.69

A 2003 study by sociologist Lois Presser of the University 
of Tennessee on remorse and neutralization among violent male 
offenders, based on interviews with 27 men who had committed 
serious violent crimes, found that the men excused or justified 
their violent actions through five rationalizations: (1) Victims were 
to blame for harms that resulted from provoking the offender, 

Delinquency and Drift
Members of delinquent subcultures are, to varying degrees, 
 participants in the larger culture that surrounds them. Why 
do subcultural participants choose behavioral alternatives that 
seemingly negate the norms and values of the larger society? 
How can a person give allegiance to two seemingly differ-
ent sets of values—those of the larger culture and those of a 
subculture—at the same time? Gresham Sykes and David 
Matza provided an answer to this question in their 1957 article 
“Techniques of Neutralization.”62 Sykes and Matza suggested 
that offenders and delinquents are aware of conventional values, 
understand that their offending is wrong, but engage in neu-
tralizing self-talk before offending to mitigate the anticipated 
shame and guilt associated with violating societal norms.63 
Offenders can overcome feelings of responsibility when in-
volved in crime commission by using five types of justification:

1. Denying responsibility. They point to their background 
of poverty, abuse, and lack of opportunity: “The trouble I 
get into is not my fault.”

2. Denying injury. They explain that everyone does it or 
that individuals or companies can afford it: “They’re so 
rich, they’ll never miss it.” (See Figure 7–5.)

3. Denying the victim. They justify the harm done by 
claiming that the victim deserved the victimization: 
“I only beat up drunks.”

4. Condemning the condemners. They assert that 
 authorities are corrupt or are responsible for their own 
 victimization and that society has made them what they 
are and must now suffer the consequences: “They’re 
worse than I am. They’re all on the take.”

5. Appealing to higher loyalties. They use defense of 
their family honor, gang, girlfriend, or neighborhood: 
“I have to protect myself.”

In the words of Sykes and Matza, “It is our argument that 
much delinquency is based on what is essentially an unrecog-
nized extension of defenses to crimes, in the form of justifica-
tions for deviance that are seen as valid by the delinquent but 
not by the legal system or society at large.”64

A few years later, Matza went on to suggest that delin-
quents tend to drift into crime when available techniques 
of neutralization combine with weak or ineffective values 
espoused by the controlling elements in society, stating that 
the delinquent “drifts between criminal and conventional ac-
tion,”65 choosing whichever is more expedient at the time. By 
employing techniques of neutralization, delinquents need not 
be fully alienated from the larger society because these tech-
niques provide an effective way of overcoming their feelings 
of guilt so that they can commit crimes. Matza used the phrase 
“soft determinism” to describe drift, saying that delinquents are 
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FIGURE 7–5 |Techniques of Neutralization
Source: Schmalleger, Frank, Criminology. Printed and Electronically reproduced 
by permission of Pearson Education, Inc., Upper Saddle River, New Jersey.

■ techniques of neutralization Culturally available 
 justifications that can provide criminal offenders with the means 
to disavow responsibility for their behavior.
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degree of integration of the individual into this subculture, the 
higher the probability that his behavior will be violent in a va-
riety of situations.”75

Ferracuti and Wolfgang extended their theory of subcul-
tural violence with the following “corollary propositions”:76

 ● No subculture can be totally different from or totally in 
conflict with the society of which it is a part.

 ● To establish the existence of a subculture of violence does 
not require that the actors sharing in these basic value ele-
ments should express violence in all situations.

 ● The potential resort or willingness to resort to violence in 
a variety of situations emphasizes the penetrating and dif-
fusive character of this culture theme.

 ● The subcultural ethos of violence may be shared by all 
ages in a subsociety, but this ethos is most prominent in 
a limited age group, ranging from late adolescence to 
middle age.

 ● The counternorm is nonviolence.
 ● The development of favorable attitudes toward violence 
and its use in a subculture usually involves learned behav-
ior and a process of differential learning, association, or 
identification.

 ● The use of violence in a subculture is not necessarily 
viewed as illicit conduct, and the users therefore do not 
have to deal with feelings of guilt about their aggression.

Other writers have commented on geographic distinc-
tions among violent subcultures in different parts of the United 
States. For example, there are claims that certain forms of 
criminal violence are more acceptable in the southern United 
States than in northern portions of the country.77 Some writers 
referred to variability in the degree to which interpersonal vio-
lence has been accepted in the South over time, whereas others 
suggested that violence in the South might be a traditional tool 
in the service of social order.78 

In 1998, James W. Clarke, a political science professor at the 
University of Arizona, posited that the high rate of black under-
class homicide in the United States flows from a black subculture 
of violence created by generations of white-on-black violence 
that first emerged with the “generation of black males that came 
of age after emancipation.”79 According to Clarke, many black 
males learned from earlier generations to seek status through their 
ability to “harm, intimidate, and dominate others.”80

The wider culture often recognizes a violent subculture’s 
internal rules, so when one member of such a subculture 
kills another, the wider society may take the killing less seri-
ously than if someone outside the subculture had been killed. 
Franklin Zimring and his associates described what they called 
“wholesale” and “retail” costs for homicide: Killings that are 

(2) victims were themselves offenders or deserving of harm, (3) 
harm to a victim that was not premeditated or intended carried no 
blame, (4) the legal sanctioning of an offender negated any harm, 
and (5) harms to the offender and his or her family stemming from 
the crime negated any harms caused by the offender.70

In innovative research published in 2008, Orly Turgeman-
Goldschmidt of Israel’s Bar-Ilan University conducted 54 un-
structured, in-depth, face-to-face interviews with malicious 
Israeli computer vandals (hackers) in order to determine what 
kinds of neutralization techniques they employ and found that 
the hackers used neutralization techniques common to other 
offenders, although their language reflected the cyber-realm.71 
Some hackers were found to be similar to political criminals, 
assuming responsibility by means of internal justifications (by 
attacking al-Qaeda Web sites or bringing down computers of 
the Arab news network Al-Jazeera and seeing the activity as 
a positive contribution to their sociopolitical environment); 
these “hacktivists” defined themselves as hackers with political 
consciences.72 Other hackers justified illegal hacking as simply 
being fun, rewarding, or self-fulfilling and argued that anyone 
or anything affected (financial institutions) could afford it and 
that no one was physically hurt.

Violent Subcultures
Some subcultures are decidedly violent and built around themes 
and values supporting violent activities. In 1967, Franco 
Ferracuti and Marvin Wolfgang published their seminal 
work The Subculture of Violence: Toward an Integrated Theory of 
Criminology,73 which drew together many of the sociological 
perspectives previously advanced to explain delinquency and 
crime. Ferracuti and Wolfgang’s main thesis was that violence 
is a learned form of adaptation to certain problematic life cir-
cumstances and that learning to be violent takes place within 
the context of a subcultural milieu emphasizing the advantages 
of violence over other forms of adaptation. These subcultures of 
violence both expect violence from their members and legiti-
mize it when it occurs: “The use of violence is not necessarily 
viewed as illicit conduct, and the users do not have to deal with 
feelings of guilt about their aggression.”74

Ferracuti and Wolfgang based their conclusions on an 
analysis of data that showed substantial differences in the rates 
of homicides between racial groups in the Philadelphia area—
nonwhite men had a homicide rate of 41.7 per 100,000 versus 
a homicide rate of only 3.4 for white men, and nonwhite 
women showed a homicide rate of 9.3 versus 0.4 for white 
women. Explaining these findings, Ferracuti and Wolfgang 
stated, “Homicide is most prevalent, or the highest rates of 
homicide occur, among a relatively homogeneous subcultural 
group in any large urban community. The value system of this 
group … constitutes a subculture of violence. From a psycho-
logical viewpoint, we might hypothesize that the greater the IS
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174    CHAPTER 7  

norms and invested officially forbidden forms of conduct with a 
claim to legitimacy.”86 

Cloward and Ohlin noted that there are two necessary 
parts to a delinquent act—“It is behavior that violates basic 
norms of the society, and, when officially known, it evokes a 
judgment by agents of criminal justice that such norms have 
been violated.”87 For Cloward and Ohlin, however, crime 
and deviance are just as normal as any other form of behavior 
supported by group socialization: “Deviance and conformity 
generally result from the same kinds of social conditions, [and] 
deviance ordinarily represents a search for solutions to prob-
lems of adjustment.” In their view, deviance is just as much 
an effort to conform (albeit to subcultural norms and expecta-
tions) as conformity to the norms of the wider society. “[I]t 
has been our experience that most persons who participate in 
delinquent subcultures, if not lone offenders, are fully aware 
of the difference between right and wrong, between conven-
tional behavior and rule-violating behavior. They may not 
care about the difference, or they may enjoy flouting the rules 
of the game, or they may have decided that illegitimate prac-
tices get them what they want more efficiently than legitimate 
practices.”88 

Cloward and Ohlin described three types of delinquent 
subcultures: (1) criminal subcultures, in which criminal role 
models are readily available for adoption by those being 
 socialized into the subculture; (2) conflict subcultures, in which 
 participants seek status through violence; and (3) retreatist sub-
cultures, in which drug use and withdrawal from the wider 
society predominate. These delinquent subcultures have at least 
three identifiable features: “acts of delinquency that reflect sub-
cultural support are likely to recur with great frequency,  access 
to a successful adult criminal career sometimes results from 
participation in a delinquent subculture, and the delinquent 
subculture imparts to the conduct of its members a high degree 
of stability and resistance to control or change.”89

Cloward and Ohlin divided lower-class youths into four 
types based on the degree of commitment to middle-class values 
and material achievement: Type I youths desire entry to the 
middle class via improvement in their economic position, Type 
II youths desire entry to the middle class but not improvement 
in their economic position, Type III youths desire wealth but 
not entry to the middle class and are seen as the most crime-
prone, and Type IV youths are dropouts who retreat from the 
cultural mainstream through drug and alcohol use (see the cre-
ative example in the Who’s to Blame box in this chapter).

Reaction Formation
Another criminologist whose work is often associated with both 
strain theory and the subcultural perspective is Albert Cohen, 

perceived to occur within a subculture of violence (when both 
the victim and the perpetrator are seen as members of a violent 
subculture) generally result in a less harsh punishment than do 
killings that occur outside that subculture.81 Punishments relate 
to the perceived seriousness of the offense; if members of the 
subculture in which a crime occurs accept the offense as part of 
the landscape, so will members of the wider culture.

Differential Opportunity Theory
In 1960, Richard A. Cloward and Lloyd E. Ohlin published 
Delinquency and Opportunity.82 Their book, a report on the na-
ture and activities of juvenile gangs, blends the subcultural thesis 
with ideas derived from strain theory and identifies two types 
of socially structured opportunities for success: legitimate and 
illegitimate. Legitimate opportunities are generally available to 
individuals born into middle-class culture, but participants in 
lower-class subcultures are often denied access to them, so ille-
gitimate opportunities for success are often seen as quite accept-
able by participants in so-called illegitimate subcultures.

Cloward and Ohlin used the term illegitimate oppor-
tunity structure to describe preexisting subcultural paths 

to success not approved 
of by the wider culture. 
Where illegitimate paths 
to success are not already 
in place, alienated indi-
viduals may undertake 
a process of ideational 
evolution through 
which “a collective de-
linquent solution” or a 

“delinquent means of achieving success” may be decided upon 
by members of a gang. Because the two paths to success—le-
gitimate and illegitimate—differ in their availability to members 
of society, Cloward and Ohlin’s perspective has been called 
“differential opportunity.”

According to Cloward and Ohlin, delinquent behavior 
may result from the ready availability of illegitimate opportuni-
ties and the effective replacement of the norms of the wider 
culture with expedient and “legitimate” subcultural rules. “A 
delinquent subculture is one in which certain forms of delin-
quent activity are essential requirements for the performance 
of the dominant roles supported by the subculture.”83 Its most 
critical elements are the “prescriptions, norms, or rules of con-
duct that define the activities required of a full-fledged mem-
ber.”84 They continued, “A person attributes legitimacy to a 
system of rules and corresponding models of behavior when he 
accepts them as binding on his conduct.”85 They concluded, 
“Delinquents have withdrawn their support from established 

■ illegitimate opportunity structure A subcultural 
 pathway to success that the wider society disapproves of.

Illegitimate opportunity 
structures are preexist-
ing subcultural paths to 
success not approved of 
by the wider culture.
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result of middle-class values turned upside down.91 Delinquent 
youths, often alienated from middle-class values and lifestyles 
through deprivation and limited opportunities, can achieve sta-
tus among their subcultural peers via vandalism and other forms 
of delinquent behavior.

Children from deprived backgrounds turn to delinquency 
because they experience status frustration when judged by 

adults and others accord-
ing to middle-class stan-
dards and goals that they 
are unable to achieve, 
Cohen claimed. Because 
it is nearly impossible 
for them to succeed in 
middle-class terms, they 
also may overcome anxi-
ety through the process 
of reaction formation, 
in which hostility toward 

who focused primarily on the gang behavior of delinquent youths: 
“When we speak of a delinquent subculture, we speak of a way of 
life that has somehow become traditional among certain groups in 
American society. These groups are the boys’ gangs that flourish 
most conspicuously in the ‘delinquency neighborhoods’ of our 
larger American cities. The members of these gangs grow up, some 
to become law-abiding citizens and others to graduate to more 
professional and adult forms of criminality, but the delinquent 
tradition is kept alive by the age-groups that succeed them.”90 
Cohen argued that youths from all backgrounds are generally held 
accountable to the norms of the wider society through a “middle-
class measuring rod” of expectations related to school performance, 
language proficiency, cleanliness, punctuality, neatness, nonviolent 
behavior, and allegiance to other similar standards, but noted that 
not everyone is prepared, by birth circumstances and subsequent 
socialization, to effectively meet such expectations.

In an examination of vandalism, Cohen found that “non-
utilitarian” delinquency, in which things of value are destroyed 
rather than stolen or otherwise used for financial gain, is the 

WHO’S TO BLAME—The Individual or Society? 
Like Father, Like Son

Reginald Barfield, age 22, was arrested for driving under the 
influence (DUI) of alcohol and taken to jail. A judge set bail 
at $500, and his mother came to the jail to post bond for her 
son. She didn’t have much money, so she used the services 
of a bondsman, who charged her a $70 fee and arranged for 
Reginald’s release. As she drove her son home, she began yell-
ing at him, telling him that he had turned out just like his father, 
who had had a long-standing problem with alcohol.

“You’re just like your father, and if you don’t change, 
you’ll end up just like him—dead.”

Reginald became angry and blurted out that he drank 
because that was all he had known as a child. “What do you 
mean?” his mother asked.

“Whenever Dad had a problem or when you two fought,” 
Reginald said, “Dad broke open a bottle and killed the pain. 
It worked for him. It works for me. So you’re right. I’m just like 
him. But it’s not my fault. I learned it from him. You didn’t stop 
him. And you didn’t stop me.”

Think about it 
1. Is Reginald right? Did he learn his problem  behavior 

from his father? What other factors might have 
 contributed to his excessive use of alcohol?

2. Might the concept of reaction formation help 
 explain Reginald’s behavior? If so, how?

3. If you were Reginald’s mother, to what degree 
would you hold your son responsible for his prob-
lem drinking? To what degree would you hold him 
responsible if you were a judge hearing his case in 
court?

4. Are questions about responsibility merely exercises 
in blame shifting? Is blame shifting ever appropriate 
when assessing criminal responsibility?

Note: Who’s to Blame boxes provide fictionalized critical thinking opportunities based on actual cases.

■ reaction formation The process by which a person openly 
rejects that which he or she wants or aspires to but cannot obtain 
or achieve.

Reaction formation 
means the process in 
which a person openly 
rejects that which he 
or she wants, or aspires 
to, but cannot obtain or 
achieve.IS
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176    CHAPTER 7  

who wholeheartedly embrace the street code are proud to 
live the “thug life,” they identify with role models like Tupac 
Shakur and Young Jeezy, and they see people and situations 
as obstacles to be subdued or overcome, learning to outsmart 
or hustle others while avoiding being hustled themselves. See 
the Criminal Profiles box on gang member Sanyika Shakur, 
aka Monster Kody Scott.

Gangs Today
Gangs have become a major source of concern in contempo-
rary American society. Although the writings of investigators 
like Cohen, Thrasher, and Cloward and Ohlin focused on the 

illicit activities of juve-
nile gangs in the  nation’s 
inner cities, most gang-
related crimes involved 
vandalism, petty theft, 
and battles over turf. 
Today the ethnic dis-

tinctions that gave rise to gang culture in the 1920s through 
the 1950s are largely forgotten, and Italian, Hungarian, Polish, 
and Jewish immigrants, whose children made up many of the 
early gangs, have been successfully integrated into modern 
America.

Today’s gangs are quite different from the gangs of the 
first half of the twentieth century. More than one-third of ju-
risdictions covered by the 2010 National Youth Gang Survey 
(NYGS) conducted by the National Gang Center (NGC) re-
ported experiencing gang problems in 2010, the highest annual 
estimate since before 1999.97 Overall, an estimated 3,500 juris-
dictions served by city and county law enforcement agencies 
reported gang problems. Survey results also indicated that an 
estimated 756,000 gang members and 29,400 gangs were active 
in the United States during 2010.

The 2010 NYGS confirmed previous findings that gang 
members are often involved in a variety of serious and vio-
lent crimes. Almost half of the law enforcement agencies re-
porting gang problems are involved in collaborative efforts 
with other law enforcement and criminal justice agencies to 
combat youth gangs and the serious and violent crimes they 
commit.

In addition to conducting surveys, the NGC provides a 
compilation of gang-related legislation, maintains a repository of 
gang-related literature, analyzes gang-related data and statistics, 
and coordinates the activities of the Youth Gang Consortium; 
you can visit the NGC via Web Extra 7–7. Another group of 
special interest to anyone wanting to know more about gangs 
is the National Alliance of Gang Investigators Associations; see 
Web Extra 7–8.

Although its data are older than data available through the 
NYGS, the National Gang Crime Research Center’s Project 

middle-class values develops. (Cohen adapted reaction formation 
from psychiatric perspectives and used it to mean “the process in 
which a person openly rejects that which he wants, or aspires to, 
but cannot obtain or achieve.”92)

Cohen discovered the roots of delinquent subcultures 
in what he termed the “collective solution to the problem 
of status.”93 When youths who experience the same kind of 
alienation from middle-class ideals band together, they achieve 
a collective and independent solution and create a delinquent 
subculture. “The delinquent subculture, we suggest, is a way 
of dealing with the problems of adjustment. These problems 
are chiefly status problems: certain children are denied status in 
the respectable society because they cannot meet the criteria of 
the respectable status system. The delinquent subculture deals 
with these problems by providing criteria of status which these 
children can meet.”94

Cohen’s approach is effectively summarized in a theoretical 
scenario offered by Donald J. Shoemaker, who said that lower-
class youths undergo a working-class socialization combining 
lower-class values and habits with middle-class success values.95 
Lower-class youths experience failure in school because they 
cannot live up to the middle-class norms operative in American 
educational institutions, suffer a consequent loss of self-esteem 
and increased feelings of rejection, drop out of school and asso-
ciate with delinquent peers, and experience hostility and resent-
ment toward middle-class standards through reaction formation. 
Such alienated youths achieve status and a sense of improved 
self-worth through participation in a gang of like-minded peers; 
delinquency and crime are the result.

The Code of the Street
Work by Elijah Anderson, who studied African American 
neighborhoods along Philadelphia’s Germantown Avenue and 
published the results in his book titled The Code of the Street, 
offered a subcultural ethnography of the social mores operating 
in some American inner cities today.96 In The Code, Anderson 
detailed aspects of street code that stress a hyperinflated notion 
of manhood resting squarely on the idea of respect: “At the 
heart of the code is the issue of respect, loosely defined as being 
treated ‘right’ or being granted one’s ‘props’ (or proper due) 
or the deference one deserves.” In street culture, a man’s sense 
of worth is determined by the respect he commands when in 
public.

A crucial distinction between both families and indi-
viduals in inner-city neighborhoods like Germantown is 
expressed by what residents call the “decent family” and the 
“street family,” marking people as either trying to uphold 
positive values or being oriented toward the street. Street life, 
Anderson explained, involves displays of physical strength 
and intellectual prowess meant to demonstrate that “I can 
take care of myself” and “I can take care of my own.” Those 

Gangs have become 
a major source of 
 concern in contempo-
rary American society.
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CRIMINAL PROFILES
 Sanyika Shakur—aka Monster Kody Scott

It is tempting to rely on Sanyika Shakur’s compelling autobiography, 
Monster: The Autobiography of an L.A. Gang Member, as the primary ref-
erence for this box. But although much of the material is drawn from 
his memoir—Shakur is undeniably the world’s expert on his alter ego 
Monster Kody Scott—there is more to this story than can be gleaned 
from his own writings.

Shakur repeatedly justifies brutal assaults he has committed as being 
the only reasonable solution “[w]hen the police and other government 
agencies don’t seem to care about what is going on in our communi-
ties, those of us who live in them must take responsibility for their 
protection and maintenance.”i Yet he also chillingly recounts other 
assaults, and even murders, as being a form of self-administered therapy 
to relieve his tensions from such terrible pressures as his mother telling 
him she disapproved of his lawless lifestyle and use of drugs.

For example, his need “to shoot somebody, eager to vent my an-
ger,” after being scolded by his mother for his criminality and marijuana 
use compelled him (at age 16) to go on the prowl on a bicycle, looking 
for suitable victims. Upon encountering “three cats who looked about 
my age leaning against a van, talking and drinking beer,” he circled past 
them and opened fire with a .45-caliber pistol, leaving one victim “mo-
tionless in the street.” Shakur said he went home, “put the bike in the 
garage, went to my room [and] fell asleep. I slept very well.”ii

Born in the tumultuous 1960s (1963), 11-year-old Kody Scott (he 
adopted the name Sanyika Shakur in prison years later) earned initia-
tion into the infamous Crips street gang with eight blasts from a shot-
gun aimed at a group of the notorious Bloods, a rival gang. His teen 
years were an odyssey of violent crime, interspersed with repeated stays 
in various juvenile detention centers and, ultimately, the California 
State Penitentiary.

His “Monster” moniker came from one such crime. After being 
robbed and beaten, the victim had the audacity to strike Shakur in the 
face, so Shakur “beat him, and stomped him and disfigured him,” leav-
ing the young man in a coma.iii The severity of the damage caused one 
investigating police officer to use the word monster to refer to the per-
petrator, and Shakur decided to adopt the name. “[I]t was just power,” 
he says, proudly. “And I felt it. And I just took that name.”iv

Feared even by his fellow Crips, Shakur rose through the gang’s 
leadership ranks until he eventually became one of its top leaders and 
achieved status as an Original Gangster (O.G.), the highest “honor” a 
gang member can receive.

Shakur calls his behavior inevitable, asserting there are no other 
options available to him and those like him to achieve success le-
gitimately, portraying himself as the “inevitable product of a hellish 
environment.”v

Shakur has been dubbed an “iconic figure” of the hip-hop culture 
by independent filmmaker Billy Wright, stating that Shakur’s “real life 

encapsulates what hip hop imagery is all about.”vi Wright’s current 
project, titled Can’t Stop, Won’t Stop, tells Shakur’s life story.

In December 2006, out on parole from yet another term in the 
California State Penitentiary, Shakur broke into a man’s home and 
beat him in order to steal his car. In May 2008, as a result of those 
charges, he was sentenced to six years in prison. He had faced a pos-
sible life sentence without the possibility of parole as a persistent felon 
under California’s three-strikes law.vii

The case of Sanyika Shakur raises a number 
of interesting questions. Among them are the 
following: 
1. What approach to crime offered in this chapter might best explain 

Shakur’s criminality?

2. How might differential association explain Shakur’s criminality? 
Strain theory?

3. Shakur refers to his criminal behavior as “inevitable.” Why would 
he say that? What does he mean?

Notes

 i. Sanyika Shakur, Monster: The Autobiography of an L.A. Gang Member (reprint, New York: Grove Press, 2004), p. 379.

 ii. Ibid., pp. 173–174.

 iii. Mandalit Del Barco, “Gang Member Turned Author Arrested in L.A.,” Morning Edition, National Public Radio, March 9, 2007, http://www.npr.org/templates/story/
story.php?storyId=7793148 (accessed July 14, 2007).

 iv. Ibid.

 v. Mark Horowitz, “In Search of a Monster,” Atlantic Monthly, December 1993, http://www.theatlantic.com/doc/199312/monster (accessed July 14, 2009).

 vi. “America’s O.G. Gangster—Monster Kody (aka Sanyika Shakur),” http://www.rapindustry.com/monster_cody.htm (accessed September 14, 2009).

 vii. Del Barco, “Gang Member Turned Author Arrested in L.A.”

 aka Monster Kody Scott, 
photographed at Pelican Bay prison in June 1993 through 
Plexiglas. The gangster thug of the literary set was sent back to 
prison in 2008 for beating a man and stealing his car while out 
on parole. Is Shakur a villain or a hero?
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Gangs can also be big business. In addition to traditional 
criminal activities like burglary, extortion, vandalism, and protec-
tion rackets, drug dealing has become a mainstay of many inner-
city gangs. Los Angeles police estimate that at least four city gangs 
earn over $1 million each per week through cocaine sales.99 The 
potential for huge drug-based profits appears to have changed the 
nature of the gangs, making them more prone to violence and 
cutthroat tactics; gang killings, including the now-infamous drive-
by shootings, have become commonplace in our nation’s cities.

Rodney Dailey, a self-avowed former Boston-area drug 
dealer and gun-wielding gang member who is now the founder 
of Gang Peace, an outreach group that tries to reduce gang-related 
violence, said of today’s gang world that “shoot before you get 
shot is the rule” and that today “things that normally people 
would have had fistfights about can get you shot or stabbed.”100

Contemporary researchers are drawing some new distinc-
tions between gangs and violence. G. David Curry and Irving 
A. Spergel, in a study of Chicago communities, distinguished 
between juvenile delinquency and gang-related homicide.101 
They found that communities characterized by high rates of de-
linquency do not necessarily experience exceptionally high rates 
of crime or of gang-related homicides, and they concluded that 
although gang activity may be associated with homicide, “gang 
homicide rates and delinquency rates are ecologically distinct 
community problems.” Gang-related homicide seems to be well 
explained by classical theories of social disorganization and is espe-
cially prevalent in city areas characterized by in-migration and the 
“settlement of new immigrant groups.” In their study, high rates 
of juvenile delinquency seemed to correlate more with poverty, 
which they defined as “social adaptation to chronic deprivation.” 
According to Curry and Spergel, “Social disorganization and 
poverty rather than criminal organization and conspiracy may 
better explain the recent growth and spread of youth gangs to 
many parts of the country. Moreover, community organization 
and social opportunity in conjunction with suppression, rather 
than simply suppression and incapacitation, may be more effective 
policies in dealing with the social problem.”102 In proposing a 
national gang strategy, Finn-Aage Esbensen reminded policy mak-
ers that many gang members are delinquent before they become 
associated with gangs.103 Esbensen stated that “concerns with gang 
suppression should not supplant efforts to implement effective de-
linquency intervention and prevention strategies.”104

The term co-offending refers to the fact that youthful  offenders 
tend to commit crimes in the company of their peers and is 
especially prevalent in the lives of gang members—about 40% 
of juvenile offenders commit most of their crimes with others. 
 Co-offenders are also more likely to be recidivists; when young 
co-offenders were compared with young solo offenders, the co-
offenders had high recidivism rates and committed high numbers 
of violent crimes. In a 2005 study of co-offending made with grant 
support from the National Institute of Justice, Temple University 

Gangfact provided a profile of gangs and gang members nation-
wide, based on data collected by 28 researchers in 17 states:98 

 ● The average age for joining a gang nationally is 12.8 years 
of age.

 ● Over half who joined gangs have tried to quit.
 ● More than two-thirds of gangs have written rules for 
members to follow.

 ● Over half of all gangs hold regular weekly meetings.
 ● Nearly 30% of gangs require their members to pay dues.
 ● Approximately 55% of gang members were recruited 
by other gang members; the remainder sought out gang 
membership.

 ● Most gang members (79%) say they would leave the gang 
if given a second chance at life.

 ● Four-fifths of gang members report that their gangs sold 
crack cocaine.

 ● Most gangs (70%) are not racially exclusive and consist of 
members drawn from a variety of ethnic groups.

 ● One-third of gang members report that they have been 
able to conceal their gang membership from their parents.

 ● Most gangs (83%) report having female members, but few 
allow female members to assume leadership roles.

 ● Many gang members (40%) report knowing male mem-
bers of their gangs who had raped females.

 displaying gang signs. What would ecological theories say 
about gangs?
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provides a bold example of the treatment implications of so-
cial structure theories, seeking not only to provide new op-
portunities but also through direct social action to change the 
fundamental arrangements of society and thereby address the 
root causes of crime and deviance. Leaders of Mobilization for 
Youth decided that “what was needed to overcome formidable 
barriers to opportunity was not community organization but 
community action” that attacked entrenched political interests, 
so the program promoted “boycotts against schools, protests 
against welfare policies, rent strikes against ‘slum landlords,’ 
lawsuits to ensure poor people’s rights, and voter registra-
tion.”107 A truly unusual government-sponsored program for 
its time, Mobilization for Youth was eventually disbanded amid 
protests that “the mandate of the President’s Committee was to 
reduce delinquency, not to reform urban society or to try out 
sociological theories on American youths.”108

The War on Poverty declared by the Kennedy and 
Johnson administrations during the 1960s and subsequent fed-
eral and state-run welfare programs that provided supplemental 
income assistance have been cited109 as examples of programs 
that at least held the potential to reduce crime rates by redistrib-
uting wealth in American society.110 Such programs, however, 
came under fire for perpetuating injustices and for financially 
penalizing responsible citizens who had to fund the programs. 
The federal Welfare Reform Reconciliation Act of 1996111 
reduced or eliminated long-term benefits that had previously 
been available through avenues like the federal Aid to Families 
with Dependent Children (AFDC) program and established 
stricter work requirements for welfare recipients through a new 
Welfare-to-Work program under the Personal Responsibility 
and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 1996.112 

Critique of Social 
Structure Theories
The fundamental assumption of social structure approaches is 
that social inequality, racism, and poverty are the root causes 
of crime. Hence, the social structure perspective is intimately 
associated with the first part of this text’s theme, the social 

problems approach (de-
scribed in Chapter 1). 
If the assumptions that 
inform social structure 
theories are true, they 
largely negate the claims 
of those who advocate 
our theme’s other part, 
the social responsibility 
perspective.

Professor Joan McCord and fellow researchers found that violence 
appears to be learned in the company of others: “Co-offending 
actually may increase the likelihood that offenders will commit 
violent crimes. When young offenders affiliate with offenders 
who have previously used violence, the result appears to be an 
increase in the likelihood that they will subsequently commit a 
violent crime?[Y]oung offenders pick up attitudes and values from 
their companions.”105 Learn more about gangs from Professor 
Mike Carlie’s online book Into the Abyss via Library Extra 7–5, 
and read a report on co-offending at Library Extra 7–6.

Policy Implications 
of Social Structure 
Theories
Theoretical approaches that fault social structure as the root 
cause of crime point in the direction of social action as a pana-
cea. In the 1930s, for example, Clifford Shaw, in an effort to 
put his theories into practice and to reduce delinquency in 
transitional neighborhoods, established the Chicago Area 
Project. Shaw analyzed oral histories gathered from neighbor-
hood citizens to determine that delinquents were essentially 
normal youngsters who entered into illegal activities at early 
ages, often through street play, so he worked to increase oppor-
tunities for young people to embark on successful work careers.

The Chicago Area Project attempted to reduce social dis-
organization in slum neighborhoods through the creation of 
community committees staffed with local residents rather than 
professional social workers. The project had three broad objec-
tives: (1) improving the physical appearance of poor neighbor-
hoods, (2) providing recreational opportunities for youths, and 
(3) involving project members directly in the lives of troubled 

youths through school 
and courtroom media-
tion. Although no effec-
tive assessment programs 
were established to eval-
uate the Chicago Area 
Project during the pro-
gram’s tenure, in 1984 
RAND Corporation 
published a 50-year re-
view of the program, 
declaring it “effective in 
reducing rates of juve-

nile delinquency.”106

Mobilization for Youth (a programmatic outgrowth 
of Cloward and Ohlin’s theory of differential opportunity) 

■ Chicago Area Project A program originating at the 
University of Chicago during the 1930s that focused on urban 
ecology and that attempted to reduce delinquency, crime, and 
 social disorganization in transitional neighborhoods.

The Chicago Area 
Project attempted to 
reduce social disorga-
nization in slum neigh-
borhoods through the 
creation of community 
committees.

The fundamental 
assumption of social 
structure approaches is 
that social inequality, 
racism, and poverty are 
the root causes of crime.IS
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180    CHAPTER 7  

crime may actually occur more often in well-established neighbor-
hoods. Hence, the ecological approach is clearly not an adequate 
explanation for all crime or for all types of crime.

From a social responsibility perspective, those who criticize 
strain theory noted that Merton’s strain theory is probably less 
applicable to American society today than it was in the 1930s 
because in the ensuing decades considerable effort has been 
made toward improving success opportunities for all Americans, 
regardless of ethnicity, race, or gender. Travis Hirschi criticized 
contemporary strain theory for its inability “to locate people 
suffering from discrepancy” and noted that human beings are 
naturally optimistic—a fact that “overrides [the] aspiration-
expectation disjunction,” concluding that “expectations appear 
to affect delinquency, but they do so regardless of aspirations, 
and strain notions are neither consistent with nor required by 
the data.”116 More recent studies have found that “delinquents 
do not report being more distressed than other youth.”117 
Delinquent youths who are not afforded the opportunities 
for success available to others appear to be well shielded from 
sources of stress and despair through their participation in de-
linquency, so “although strain theorists often have portrayed 
the lives of delinquents in grim terms, this depiction does not 
square well with the lived world of delinquency.”118 

Subcultural approaches (the last of the three types of social 
structure explanations for crime discussed in this chapter) have 
been questioned by some criminologists who see them as lack-
ing explanatory power. Canadian criminologist Gwynn Nettler 
called the notion of violent subcultures tautological, or circular, 
arguing that saying that people “are murderous because they 
live violently” does little to explain their behavior and that at-
tributing fighting to “other spheres of violence” may be true 
but that it is fundamentally “uninformative.”119

The subcultural approach has also been criticized for being 
racist because many so-called violent subcultures are said to be 
populated primarily by minorities. Margaret Anderson stated 
that “the problem with this explanation is that it turns attention 
away from the relationship of black communities to the larger 
society and it re-creates dominant stereotypes about blacks as 
violent, aggressive, and fearful. Although it may be true that 
rates of violence are higher in black communities, this obser-
vation does not explain the fact.”120 In sociological jargon, an 
observed correlation between race and violence does not neces-
sarily provide a workable explanation for the relationship.

There are other problems with social structure theories 
that routinely link low levels of socioeconomic status to high 
levels of delinquency. Empirical studies have consistently found 
weak or nonexistent correlations between an individual’s eco-
nomic standing and his or her self-reported delinquency.121 
Although low socioeconomic status may promote delinquency 

Social structural explanations for criminality received an 
enormous boost during the 1960s with the report of President 
Lyndon B. Johnson’s Commission on Law Enforcement and 
Administration of Justice, a widely disseminated and highly 
influential document that portrayed social inequality and stifled 
opportunity as fundamental causes of crime. Later, a number 
of social commentators began to question the nature of the 
relationship among poverty, apparent social inequities, and 
crime.113 Some argued the inverse of the root causes argument: 
Poverty and social inequality are produced by crime rather than 
the other way around; disorder, fear, and crime undermine 
positive social and economic institutions; and families, schools, 
churches, businesses, and other institutions cannot function 
properly in social settings where crime is a taken-for-granted 
part of the social landscape. If this proposed inverse relation-
ship is even partially true, then addressing poverty and social 
inequality as the root causes of crime is not only an ineffective 
crime-prevention strategy but also an unnecessarily costly one.

This chapter has identified three types of social structure 
theory, and each can be critiqued. Some authors have sug-
gested that ecological theories give too much credence to the 
notion that spatial location determines crime and delinquency 
because the nature of any given location changes over time, 
and evolutions in land-use patterns (such as movement away 
from homeownership and toward rental or low-income hous-
ing) may seriously affect the nature of a neighborhood and the 
concomitant quality of its social organization. Rates of neigh-
borhood crime and delinquency may be “an artifact of police 
decision-making practices” and may bear little objective rela-
tionship to the actual law violations in an area.114 If police bias 
(focus on low-income inner-city areas) exists, it may seriously 
mislead researchers into categorizing certain areas as high in 
crime when enforcement decisions made by police administra-
tors merely make them appear that way.

Another critique of the ecological school can be found in 
its seeming inability to differentiate between the condition of 
social disorganization and the things it is said to cause. What is 
the difference between social disorganization and high rates of 
delinquency? Isn’t delinquency a form of the very thing said to 
cause it? Stephen J. Pfohl observed that early ecological writ-
ers sometimes used the incidence of delinquency as “both an 
example of disorganization and something caused by disorga-
nization,”115 making it difficult to gauge the efficacy of their 
explanatory approach.

Similarly, those who criticize the ecological approach note 
that many crimes occur outside of geographic areas said to be 
characterized by social disorganization. Murder, rape, burglary, 
drug use, and assault all occur in affluent, well-established neigh-
borhoods; white-collar crime, cybercrime, and environmental 
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lion’s share of academic attention over the past few decades, the 
role of other causative factors in the etiology of criminal behav-
ior is in danger of being shortchanged.

Some also see the inability of social structure theories 
to predict which individuals—or what proportion of a given 
population—will turn to crime as a crucial failure of such 
 perspectives. Although the large majority of people growing up 
in  poverty-ridden inner-city areas probably experience an inequi-
table  opportunity structure firsthand, only a relatively small num-
ber of them become criminal. Even if substantially more people 
living under such conditions become criminal compared to those 
living in other types of social environments, a large proportion 
of people being raised in deviant subcultures and experiencing 
strain still embrace noncriminal lifestyles. In his book The Moral 
Sense, James Q. Wilson suggested that most people—regardless 
of socialization experiences and structural aspects of their social 
circumstances—may still carry within them an inherent sense of 
fairness and interpersonal morality.124 If what Wilson suggested is 
even partially true, then the explanatory power of social structure 
theories will inevitably be limited by human nature itself. Read a 
PBS interview with Wilson at Library Extra 7–7.

by increasing social alienation and financial strain and by de-
creasing educational opportunity and occupational aspiration, 
high socioeconomic status may also promote delinquency by 
increasing a person’s willingness to take risks and by decreas-
ing the influence of conventional values. Parental monitoring 
(knowing where the child is and what he or she is doing) and 
parental discipline are far more effective predictors of the de-
gree of delinquent involvement.122

According to Nettler, social structure theories suffer from 
another shortcoming that generally affects most other socio-
logical perspectives on crime causation: “The conceptual bias of 
social scientists emphasizes environments—cultures and struc-
tures—as the powerful causes of differential conduct. This bias 
places an intellectual taboo on looking elsewhere for possible 
causes as, for example, in physiologies. This taboo is strongly 
applied against the possibility that ethnic groups may have 
genetically transmitted differential physiologies that have rel-
evance for social behavior.”123 In other words, social scientists 
unnecessarily downplay the causative role of nonsociological 
factors. Many outside of sociology believe that such factors are 
important, but because sociological theorizing has captured the 

ecology and the Chicago School of criminology. Strain 
theory points to a lack of fit between socially approved 
success goals and the availability of socially approved 
means to achieve those goals, so individuals unable to 
succeed through legitimate means turn to other avenues 
(crime) that promise economic and social recognition. 
Culture conflict theory suggests that the root cause of 
criminality can be found in a clash of values between 
differently socialized groups over what is acceptable or 
proper behavior.

 ● Because theories of social structure look to the organiza-
tion of society for their explanatory power, intervention 
strategies based on them typically seek to alleviate the 
social conditions thought to produce crime through social 
programs that increase socially acceptable opportunities 
for success and availability of meaningful employment.

 ● Social structure theories are open to criticisms. Social 
structure approaches assume that social inequality, racism, 
and poverty are the root causes of crime, but some argue 
the inverse: Poverty and social injustices are produced by 
crime rather than the other way around. If this proposed 
inverse relationship is even partially true, then addressing 
poverty and social inequality as the root causes of crime is 
not only an ineffective crime-prevention strategy but also 
an unnecessarily costly one.

SUMMARY 

 ● Sociological theories explore relationships among groups 
and institutions and envision crime as the result of social 
processes, as the natural consequence of aspects of social 
structure, or as the result of economic and class struggle. 
Sociological theories examine institutional arrangements 
within society and interactions among individuals, groups, 
and social institutions that affect socialization and have an 
impact on social behavior.

 ● Although different kinds of social structure theories 
have been advanced to explain crime, they all have one 
thing in common: They highlight those arrangements 
within society that contribute to the low socioeconomic 
 status of identifiable groups—poverty, lack of education, 
 absence of marketable skills, and subcultural values—as 
 significant causes of crime and view members of socially 
and economically disadvantaged groups as being more 
likely to commit crime.

 ● Three subtypes of social structure theories can be iden-
tified: social disorganization theory, strain theory, and 
culture conflict theory. Social disorganization theory 
encompasses social pathology, seeing society as a kind 
of organism and crime and deviance as a kind of disease 
(or social pathology), and is often associated with social IS
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QUESTIONS FOR REVIEW

1. What is the nature of sociological theorizing? What are the 
assumptions on which sociological perspectives on crime 
causation rest?

2. What do sociologists mean by the term social structure? 
How might the organization and structure of a society con-
tribute to criminality?

3. What are the three types of social structure theories that 
this chapter describes? What are the major differences 
among them?

4. What are the policy implications of the theories discussed 
in this chapter? What kinds of changes in society and in 
government policy might be based on the theories dis-
cussed here? Would they be likely to bring about a reduc-
tion in crime?

5. What are the shortcomings of the social structure ap-
proaches to understanding and preventing crime? Can 
these shortcomings be overcome?

QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION

1. This text emphasizes the theme of social problems versus 
social responsibility. Which of the theoretical perspectives 
discussed in this chapter best support the social problems 
approach? Which support the social responsibility ap-
proach? Why?

2. What do we mean by the term ecological? Do you believe 
that ecological approaches have a valid place in contem-
porary criminological thinking? Why or why not?

3. How does the notion of a criminology of place differ from 
more traditional ecological theories? Do you see the ap-
proach of criminology of place as capable of offering any-
thing new over traditional approaches? If so, what?

4. What is a violent subculture? Why do some subcultures 
seem to stress violence? How might participants in a sub-
culture of violence be turned toward less aggressive ways?
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